The digestive strategy and efficiency of the West Indian manatee, Trichechus manatus.
During the winters of 1982/83 and 1983/84, samples of digesta were collected from nine sites along the gastrointestinal tracts of seven West Indian manatees, Trichechus manatus. The voluminous large intestine of the manatee is responsible for considerable water reabsorption, as well as being the major site of organic matter, nitrogen and crude fat digestion. Cellulose digestion occurs primarily in the cecum and anterior portion of the colon in a pattern similar to terrestrial nonruminant herbivores like the horse. Overall digestibility coefficients for organic matter (71%), nitrogen (61%) and crude fat (77%) are comparable to those of terrestrial herbivores. Manatees have one of the highest digestibility coefficients for cellulose (80%) of any known mammalian herbivore. This high efficiency of cellulose digestion is due primarily to an extremely slow rate of passage. In addition, it appears that seagrasses may be more digestible than terrestrial forages, possibly due to their relatively low lignin content.